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Dia de los Muertos: Celebrating life
through Day of the Dead

A

s the evenings cool and the
days grow shorter at around
the time of the harvest moon,
celebrations of life and death
are enshrined in offerings to those
family and friends now deceased.
Welcome to Dia de los Muertos, or
Day of the Dead. A Mexican tradition
with roots in Aztec history more than
3,000 years old is celebrated in nearly
all Latin countries and is growing in
popularity around the world.
What makes Dia de los Muertos
so fascinating and appealing is
that although it is ancient, it's also
thoroughly modem. The Aztecs had no
doubt about life in the afterworld and
celebrated it in a monthlong festival
giving nourishment and praise to those
. who had passed.
Wikipedia teUs us that Aztec
mythology identifies Mictecacihuatl
(pronounced "Meek-teka-see-wahdl")
as the Queen of Mictlan, the indigenous
name for the place of the dead. Her
husband, Mictlantecuhtli, is another
deity who rules with her. Her role is to
keep watch over the bones of the dead.
Today, any psychiatrist would include
all the activities of Dia de los Muertos
as the best form of grief counseling
imaginable: building a tribute to honor
the soul of a loved one now deceased
and celebrate his or her life.
Although often confused as having
some deep-rooted, cross-cultural,
historically obscure relationship to
Halloween, make a note: It has none!
Halloween's origins are Christian and
Celtic (although some would argue
they're strictly Christian). Dia de los
Muertos is strictly Aztec with origins
well before Christianity.
The jack-o'-lantern is meant to scare
off evil spirits, whereas the altars, or
ofrendas, of Dia de los Muertos are
intended to invite the loving spirit of
a deceased loved one. Halloween is
celebrated Oct. 31, whereas anybody
reading an Aztec calendar (Google
search "How to Read an Aztec Calendar:
eHow") can clearly see that Dia de los
Muertos runs from late July to late
August; at least it did until the Spanish
conquistadors moved the date to Nov. 2.
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COURTESY SPRINGS PRESERVE
Irma Wynants, left, poses with a celebrant
during Día de los Muertos.

They did so after failing to obliterate the
celebration in Mexico, so they moved
the date to coincide with All Hallows'
Eve. And there it has stayed and has
grown in popularity.
Ah, but therein lies the root of the
confusion. Today, we celebrate Dia de
los Muertos on Nov. 2, which is just
close enough to Halloween to make
newcomers think they're related.
They're not. Period.
Irma Wynants is from Zacatecas,
Mexico, and she remembers as a chQd
seeing Dia de los Muertos celebrations
at cemeteries where famuies would go
to clean the tombstone, build an altar,
lay down flowers and fulfill numerous
local customs. She recalls seeing
vendors outside the cemeteries selling
everything needed by the celebrants
from flowers to sugar skulls.
In 1989 Wynants and her family
moved to the U.S. In 2001, as part of her
work at Prince of Peace Catholic Church
in Las Vegas, she and other parishioners
were looking for a way to bring their
community together and a Dia de los

Girls perform at Dia de los Muertos at the Springs Preserve.

Muertos celebration seemed like the
perfect solution.
During the prior year, Wynants
searched Las Vegas to see if anyone
else was celebrating Dia de los Muertos
as a public event. She found individual
celebrations at places such as Bunkers
Mortuary, and, at the Lied Discovery
Children's Museum, she observed an
extensive Dia de los Muertos exhibit
that had been displayed for many years.
In 2003, Wynants, now working for
Clark County, with the responsibility for
bringing cultural events to Winchester
Community Center, saw the facility as
the perfect venue for the growing event,
but not everybody agreed with her. The
problem was, as Wynants described it,
"the higher ups" in the administration
simply didn't understand Dia de los
Muertos.
Day of the Dead seemed morbid.
With no cultural understanding of Dia
de los Muertos, the idea of sugar skulls
and skeletons walking around sounded
more like witchcraft and certainly not an
appropriate use of the community center.
As if management resistance

wasn't enough, several vendors and
participants wanted to use the event
more for self-promotion than for the
spiritual embodiment for which it is
intended. Wynants was determined to
keep tbe celebration pure.
That goal continues to this day to
make the festival as traditional as
possible keeping it by the community
for the community and giving attendees
a feeling that this is how Dia de los
Muertos is experienced in Mexico.
Called the Life in Death Festival, detaus
can be found at: www.clarkcountynv.
gov/Depts/parks/Pages/life-in-deathfestival.aspx.
To understand the complexity
of "keeping it pure" one needs an
understanding of what elements make a
Dia de los Muertos event.
Ultimately the Dia de los Muertos
celebration is about the "altars" or
"ofrendas," because they are the
invitation and pathway for the loved
ones who have passed to come back and
• SEE DIA PAGE 8
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Larry Luna: Another of the old guard passes on
By TOM RODRIGUEZ

On July 8,2013, Larry Luna, a longtime
resident of Las Vegas, passed away unexpectedly in Albuquerque, N.M. He was
78 years old. Larry lived in Las Vegas for
the past 43 years and was a retired Spanish teacher from the Clark County School
District.
Larry's ancestral ties to New Mexico
ran deep and dated back to the late 1500s.
His father was a direct descendant of
Captain Melchoir Gomez de Luna, who
helped establish the first permanent
Spanish settlement north of Mexico
on Feb. 17, 1597. Larry's mother, Mary
Krummeck Luna, also had early historical ties to New Mexico and was the granddaughter of Don Jacob Krummeck, who
was the first registered pharmacist in the

New Mexico territory.
After graduating from high school
in 1952 from St. Anthony's Seminary in
Santa Barbara, Calif., Larry attended the
University of New Mexico for two years
and spent another year at the University
of Albuquerque. From 1957 to 1960, Larry
attended the University of San Francisco,
where he received a Bachelor of Science
in prelaw. Following college, Larry was
inducted into the U.S. Army, where he
served until 1963 and was honorably discharged. In the Army, Larry rose to the
position of director of the men's chorus.
Third Infantry Division.
On May 4, 1963, Larry married Erin
O'Donnell in Santa Barbara and four
months later, in August 1963, began his
career in education when he was hired as
an elementary school teacher at St. Viator's School in West Hollywood, Calif. In

September of 1965, he was hired to teach
Spanish by the Beverly Huls Unified
School District and remained there until
June of 1969.
By June of 1969, Larry was divorced
but his other love found fruition when
he was offered a recording contract with
Dimex Records in Hollywood. Larry was
a talented musician and singer and had
always been involved in some form of
musical activity such as choir and band
during his high school and college years,
and, while in the Army, he headed up a
men's chorus. In late 1969, Larry and a
friend formed a duo called "Larry and
Larry" and soon afterward the duo was
offered a gig at the Thunderbird Hotel in
Las Vegas. As fate would have it, his part• SEE LUNA PAGE 14
Active in community

• DIA: Las Vegas Springs Preserve used as event location
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 6

visit with us. To create an altar, imagine
a loved one who had gone far away for a
long time. What would you prepare for
their retum?
First you might shine a beacon in the
sky to signal your location. Marigold
flowers and lit candles serve this
purpose by lighting the pathway just as
landscaping lights illuminate a walkway.
You would certainly have bread and
water ready to refresh them after a long
journey.
To make them feel at home, you
would include objects of their favorite
pleasures: items from their favorite
hobby, favorite food and drink, favorite
pastime, the fragrance of incense and
personal belongings. Since your altar
is a home for their spirit on Earth, you
want to make it earthly with symbols of
Earth, wind, fire and water.
An altar should walk you through the
entire life of the loved one who passed,
telling you what activities they enjoyed
most, how they spent their time, what
they loved and their passions. It may
take months to plan it and days to build
it, and for the family members involved
in the process, especially the children
who may never have met the deceased, it
is a wonderful opportunity to experience
the life and time of a person who helped
create the family, the heritage, the
legacy of which they are a part.
The Catrina, however, is cilso essential
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to celebrating Dia de los Muertos. The
Catrina and Catrine are the modem
embodiments of the Queen of Mictlan
and her husband described above, but
before 1910, the figures of Mr. and Mrs.
Mictecacihuatl weren't anything like
the modem Catrina images we embrace
today on posters, face paintings, sugar
skull, hats and other artistic endeavors.
No, quite the contrary. Before José
Guadalupe Posada created the "Dapper
Skeleton" in a 1910-13 zinc etching, the
Queen of Mictlan looked much like the
center skull of the Aztec calendar, an
Aztec guardian of the bones.
Posada created "La Calavera Catrina"
as a female skeleton adorned only in
a highly stylish hat of the upper-class
Europeans of that era. Posada was
actuaOy satirizing the Mexican natives
he felt were overly embracing the elitist
European customs, particularly of the
aristocracy in the prerevolutionary era.
Whether Posada intended it or not. La
Catrina became the symbol of Dia de
los Muertos, and elevated the artistic
potential of the festival beyond anything
he ever could have imagined.
Pan de muertos is another essential
in both the altars and the festival: a
yeast-risen, doughy, sweet bread that
will give you the tastiest 5 pounds you
ever gained. A great recipe and set of
cooking instructions for pan de muertos
can be found at this site: www.celebrateday-of-the-dead.com.
In 2007, the Las Vegas Springs Preserve

opened its 180-acre cultural facility, which
features museums, galleries, outdoor
events, colorful botanical gardens and an
interpretive trail system through a scenic
wetland habitat.
In 2009, Angelica Quiroz-Maralason
(disclosure: author's wife), an events
coordinator for the Las Vegas Springs
Preserve, conceived the idea to use the
facility for the largest celebration of
Dia de los Muertos ever in Las Vegas.
The event included face painting,
traditional entertainment, games, crafts
and art exhibits. There were also ample
concessionaires, however, the food
offerings had to conform to typical Dia
de los Muertos customs.
The Spring Preserve Gardens
provided the perfect backdrop of
nature, solitude and harmony with the
spirits that was most suitable for altars.
Each area for the altars was a unique
shape and size, with its unique foliage
and structures. Thirty areas were
provided for altars.
The festival opened on the first
weekend in November 2009 and when
it concluded, more than 6,000 attendees
enjoyed traditional music, folk dances
and mariachis at one end of the grounds.
Over a hül where it falls silent to the
other end of the grounds, they witnessed
memorials to those who came to us,
gave their love and left a legacy that
families celebrate in joyous reunion.
For details about the upcoming Dia
de los Muertos at the Las Vegas Springs

Preserve, visit www.springspreserve.org.
Although many of us look at Dia de los
Muertos as a community event, it is most
important to remember that it is more
than anything else a solemn event as
exemplified by a participant of the first
Dia de los Muertos event at the Springs
Preserve. She had lost her son several
years earlier at the age of 21. She called
Quiroz and said that she was tired of
suffering and heard about how Dia de los
Muertos celebrates the life of those who
have passed; she asked if she could build
an altar although she was not Hispanic
and did not know the customs.
A space was found, the essentials
taught, and she built a beautiful altar
telling her son's story. Although a small
space, she stUl managed to exhibit her
son's motorcycle as a familiar item
that he loved. Later she recalled the
experience as having spent the day with
her son and sharing his life with others.
She is grateful for the experience and
says she was able to reconcile with his
death and celebrate his life.
Another solemn participant is the son
of the very loved and respected Eddie
Escobedo Sr., a Las Vegas legend for
who he was, what he built and what
he gave, has been honored every year
since his passing by his family with the
building of a beautiful and festive altar.
Truly a celebration of life,
reconciliation with death and time to
relive the joys you shared with those
you loved: Dia de los Muertos.
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